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--------- Abstract ------------------------------------------------------ 
The purpose of this study is to explore the humorous side of television 
advertisement and its impact on Portuguese consumers’ hearts, minds and wallets.  Both 
qualitative (through in-depth interviews) and quantitative (through an on-line survey 
and subsequent statistical data analysis) methods were used, guaranteeing a more 
consistent, strong and valid research. Twenty-five interviews with randomly chosen 
consumers were conducted face-to-face and three interviews via e-mail with marketers 
and television advertisers were performed in order to explore profoundly the subject. 
Moreover, 360 people have answered the on-line survey. Through the analysis of the 
data collected humor perception was found to be positively correlated with persuasion 
and intention to purchase the product; intention to share the advert; message 
comprehension; product liking and development of positive feelings towards the brand 
and brand credibility variables. The main implication of these findings relies on the fact 
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--------- Introduction --------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Case Background 
Humor is omnipresent in everybody’s life, being a part of all forms of social 
interactions. We consider it to be such a natural part of our existence, that we often 
don’t repute it as a serious object of scientific investigation. However, it shows up as 
being a truly challenging and mysterious issue to examine and, in particular, the role it 
plays in advertisement. The importance of the study of advertisement lies on its ability 
to profoundly shape buying behaviors and quotidian judgments. The economic impact 
of advertising is also often disregarded.  According to Berger (2004), people are 
exposed every year to an average of approximately 40.000 commercials. Moreover, 
there are over $500 billion spent globally and yearly in advertisement and about 25.000 
new products (Zenith Optimedia Report 2013). The most common communication 
medium used is precisely television, accounting for about 40% of global ad spend share. 
However, this share is predicted to start declining after 2015, when the internet 
advertisement will increasingly gain ground (see Appendix 1).  This research is, hence, 
valuable and relevant for many professionals, including marketers, brand managers, 
advertisers, managers, marketing and management students and, ultimately, for 
consumers in general, as we all are. 
As previous investigations provide mixed results with unclear answers, this study is 
needed to gain an updated knowledge and straight conclusions regarding the topic. As 
Linda Francis (1994) suggests: “There is more to explain about humor than just why it 











Research Questions and Goals of the study 
 
According to Malhotra (2002), establishing research goals is the key to narrow 
the study’s scope and focus efficiently on the main issues. This research aims to explore 
the effects of humorous television commercials on Portuguese consumers regarding the 
following variables: 
 Persuasion and intention to purchase 
Research Question: Are humorous commercials truly persuasive marketing tools? 
Hypothesis: As funnier the advert is perceived, more persuasive it becomes. 
 Intention to share and diffuse the advert on social networks 
RQ: Do people usually share humorous commercials with acquaintances?  
H: As funnier an advert is perceived, the more buzz is generated around it. 
 Message comprehension 
RQ: Do humorous commercials jeopardize message comprehension?   
H: Humorous advertisement enhances message comprehension. 
 Product liking and development of positive feelings towards the brand 
RQ: Are humorous commercials able to change pre-existing judgments and opinions?  
H: Adverts comprising humor are able to positively shape the brand image.  
 Brand credibility 
RQ: Do funny commercials impact the credibility of the brand? 
H: Humorous commercials impact positively the brand credibility. 
 Differences in gender regarding humor perceptions 
RQ: Are men and women targeted in the same manner regarding funny adverts? 
H: Both genders have similar perceptions of humorous commercials. 
 
--------- Literature Review --------------------------------------------------------------------- 
In the following section it will be explored the knowledge that has been gained over 
the previous years of extensive investigation in the fields of marketing, psychology and 
consumer behavior. It resulted from a broad research which included articles, published 
scientific papers, books and on-line websites. 
 







In order to boost their sales, companies need to differentiate their product and, 
consequently, their advertisement’s strategy. Creativity is, hence, an asset in the world 
of communication and many marketers bet on humorous contents as marketing vehicles 
to reach their target audiences.  
There are many factors affecting consumption patterns such as culture, social status 
and purchasing power, reference groups, etc. However, advertisement can truthfully 
impact consumer’s habits and cultivate in people’s minds the seed of the desire to 
purchase. Hence, the objectives of a successful marketing campaign are: capturing 
people’s attention, arouse their interest and provoke desire, lead to memorization and 
trigger purchasing actions, while informing them. Steps required to formulate an 
advertisement campaign are enlightened in detail in the Appendix 2.     
The fact that people are increasingly capable of choosing the television contents 
they want to watch due to the appearance of new devices and technologies that allow us 
to travel back in time and skip the programs we don’t want to see, constitutes a menace 
to television advertisement. Hence, it is imperative to transform marketing contents in 
something attractive, appealing, amusing and enjoyable. One way to do so is precisely 
using humorous messages.   
Humor  
Some dictionaries describe humor as a joke, which is defined as being a “brief story 
with an amusing twist”. Although many definitions exist in dictionaries, books and 
articles, there is not a single generally accepted one.  Due to this lack of consensus in its 
definition, humor shows up as something difficult to construe and as an umbrella 
concept. Moreover, according to Weinberger and Gulas (1992), a standard definition 
cannot comprise all of the several forms through which humor can show up to us. As 
the world has evolved, the scope of humor has also been broadening and new means of 





communication provide new kinds of comicality. Nevertheless, there are some types of 
humor commonly used by researchers when conducting studies in this topic. A brief 
explanation of each one of them can be found in the Appendix 5, as well as a schematic 
representation of the historical usage of humor in advertisement (Appendix 3) and the 
three major theoretical schools in what regards its explanation (Appendix 4). 
Nowadays, owing to an excess of information, our brain is obligated to filter it, 
paying only special attention to what we consider relevant for shopping decisions. 
Hence, advertisement is more prone to be successful if consumers dedicate their full 
attention to it and, therefore, marketers frequently try to gather their consumer’s 
attention by creating a stimulus not only personal relevant, but also enjoyable and easy 
to process. According to some authors, humor can definitely be a powerful attention-
getting tool. To Tellis (1997), it relaxes, entertains and distracts the audience, leading 
many public speakers to frequently initiate their speech with a touch of comedy. They 
believe it helps to establish good mood and gain acceptance in order to easily convey 
the message: “At the end of humor, the person is always listening. They want to hear 
what is said next” (Jeffrey Gitomer). This so good acceptance by the audience can be 
confirmed by Nielsen Global Survey of Trust in Advertising (in the Appendix 6), which 
collected answers from 29,000 respondents in more than 58 countries, showing that 
humorous commercials dominated the preferences of the sample population. Besides, as 
it can be seen in the Appendix 8, six out of the top ten YouTube Channels in 2013 are 
based on comedy and through the analysis of the data from the Institute of Practitioners 
in Advertising, evidence was found that emotional campaigns (where humorous 
advertisements are also included) generated superior profit, strongly producing positive 
business effects and outstripping rational and serious ones (Les Binet & Field 2013).  





To sum up, some brands choose to bet on funny commercials instead of serious 
ones like their competitors in order to acquire a differentiator point and a unique 
personality, hoping to easily reach audiences and gain market share.   
Usage of Humor in Communication Means 
 
In what regards the usage of humor in communication means, the available 
literature is controversial and often imprecise. Despite not being as rife in other means 
of communication as in television, humor is often used in radio (Weinberger & 
Campbell 1991). The type of waggery and its purpose is also different across 
communication means. Generally speaking, crack jokes and jocular commentaries are 
often made in radio, while newspapers provide us with funny cartoons and anecdotes. In 
television we can encounter a dense forest made of humorous contents, including 
comedies, funny shows, humorous commercials, etc. Furthermore, according to Clow 
(2007), witticism is used in approximately 24 percent of prime time American television 
advertisements. To Beard (2008), about one in five TV commercials encompass 
humorous messages. Analogous or superior usage rates have been reported in 
international investigations (Alden et al. 1993). However, estimating rates of the 
prevalence of humor in advertising differ with the researcher’s own definition of humor 
(Duncan 1979).           
 
Humor in Advertisement: Effects and Implications 
 
As defended by Brown and Stayman (1992), sometimes people like so much a 
commercial that they tend to transfer their positive feelings from the advert to the brand 
itself. Nevertheless, more research is required, since the investigation conducted by 
Berg and Lippman (2001) found no significant relationship between humor in 
advertising and the development of positive feelings towards the brand. However, since 





this study was related with radio’s commercials, visual stimuli were not presented, 
which can influence people’s perceptions.   
According to Hoyer et al. (2013), humorous advertisements stimulate buzz around 
them and they have the tendency to have high pass-along rates, becoming widespread. 
The importance of sharing videos on the internet comes with the fact that, according to 
the Green Room report (2013), people who find a video by themselves are 14% less 
likely to enjoy it than people to which it has been recommended, lowering 7% the 
probability of brand recall. Moreover, Cline and Kellaris (2007) claim that people will 
more easily recall an advert that contains strong humorous messages. However, several 
studies have found no significant connection between humorous advertising and 
memorization, such as the one conducted by Sternthal and Craig in 1973.   
Regarding the message comprehension factor, some studies found a negative 
influence, such as Cantor and Venus (1980), whereas others reported a positive 
relationship, such as Weinberger and Gulas (1992).  In what concerns the persuasive 
power of humorous commercials, previous investigations have also appeared with 
mixed results. Weinberger and Gulas (1992) found evidence that there is no superiority 
of humorous advertisement over non-humorous materials in what concerns their 
persuasive effect. Other researches support that evidence, such as the studies from 
Speck (1987) and Markiewicz (1972). On the other hand, Biel and Bridgwater (1990) 
believe that consumers who enjoyed a commercial were twice more able to be 
persuaded by it than people who felt neutral to the marketing stimuli.  
Humor in advertisement can also play an important role in the social context, being 
able to fortify social norms and indirectly influence people’s attitudes and shape their 
thoughts, feelings and actions. By making fun of certain behaviors, people can express 
implicit expected rules regarding the behaviors which are considered adequate within a 





group. Hence, by teasing some sort of actions, this kind of humor can act coercively, 
pushing intimidatingly group members towards the inferred norms (Martin 2007).     
According to some literature, humor seems to be a more operative tool for products 
that represent little investment and require little cognitive efforts_ so called “low-
involvement products” (Spotts et al. 1997), when breeding positive feelings about the 
commercial is crucial to instill the consumer the desire to acquire the offering. 
Furthermore, the investigation of Zhang (1996) has concluded that consumers who are 
less motivated towards effortful cognitive activities have a lower “need for cognition”, 
processing the information using more heuristics and devoting little effort in elaborating 
thoughts. They are, therefore, more susceptible to be targeted more easily by humorous 
contents, given the fact that those types of contents provide them amusement and 
entertainment. 
According to Weinberger and Campbell (1991), witticism tends to function better 
in radio and in television since these types of media allow for greater expressiveness 
than others. Additionally, some authors advocate that witticism appears to be more 
appropriate for certain audiences than others. For them, the male audience tends to 
respond more positively to it, since many commercials featuring humorous contents 
have an aggressive or sexual nature and men usually enjoy these types of humor more 
than women do (Whipple & Courtney 1981). Additionally, Cantor (1976) suggested that 
both genders appreciate more the humor targeting women more than humor targeting 
males. Tannen (1992) suggests that despite not differing in the general propensity for 
producing and appreciating humor, both genders use it for dissimilar social purposes 
(men usually want to stand out, while women intent to create intimacy).  
In what concerns the younger audience, the environmental, cultural and social 
context in which children live significantly helps to shape their sense of humor. As their 
cognitive skills began to develop during childhood, children are also capable of 





appreciating and comprehending more refined types of humorous materials, such as 
sarcasm and satiric commentaries (Martin 2007).              
Furthermore, Gulas and Weinberger (2006) have created the Product Color Matrix 
(see Appendix 7), in an attempt to classify the offerings regarding their features and the 
decision making processes which are involved when purchasing them.  Hence, 
communication’s strategies should acknowledge the differences across the different 
types of goods presented in each cell concerning aspects beyond their hedonic value. 
More specifically, their theory pleads that “Yellow Goods” are believed to be the most 
appropriated for the use of humor in advertisement. 
Fatt (2002) postulates that when the humor is linked with the offering, the 
commercial tends to be more effective, in comparison with the employment of non-
related humor. Martin (2007) adds that witticism should be incorporated in important 
concepts and key words of the advertisement, and not on peripheral issues. Moreover, 
Shimp (2013) believes that humor serves better pre-existing products rather than new 
ones. Finally, according to Chattopadhyay and Basu (1989), humor appeals more to 
people who demonstrate already a positive attitude towards the brand (i.e. those who 
already purchase its products and engage in good word of mouth).  
Cross-cultural Humor 
 
Even regarding this sub-topic controversial claims appear in the existing literature. 
If there are investigators claiming that humor can be spread successfully worldwide due 
to its universal character, others exist claiming the opposite. For example, Mooji (1994) 
believes that humor is culturally bounded and that it can seldom become universal. 
Previous studies also suggest that the influences of humor on people diverge from 
culture to culture, depending on the humorous content of the advert and on the cultural 
orientation of the shopper (Lee & Lim 2008). However, according to Alford and Alford 





(1981), none of the societies they examined in their researches was reported to have 
none humorous commercials. Nevertheless, evidence suggests that there are some 
cultural specificities in what concerns the appreciation of humorous materials. For 
example, according to a report from Millward Brown (2007), sarcasm is not commonly 
appreciated in China; English citizens are fans of ironic humor and in Singapore sexual 
humor is viewed as a taboo theme.  Additionally, it appears to be numerous sorts of 
humor that are hardly globally expanded, such as black and blue humor, word-plays, 
puns and quibbles.       
Problems with the employment of humor – Some disadvantages 
 
There is a risk that comes with the use of such a powerful tool and that goes with 
the fact that people might pay attention only to the comedy present in the ad, ignoring 
the brand or the product advertised itself (Sternthal & Craig 1973). In fact, unless the 
humorous content of the commercial is connected with the offering, people tend to 
divert their attention to the funny facts, disregarding the product/brand.  
Besides, marketers need to be sensitive with some matters and pay special attention 
to the use of some types of humor such as black humor or sarcasm. There is a great 
possibility that even though not their target audience, some other potential clients might 
feel offended. Additionally, humor that targets some particular person or celebrity can 
offend individuals with affinity with that target. It is crucial to pay special attention to 
this fact, since aggressive humor has previously made many commercials and 
campaigns become criticized, blackening the image of the brand. Subjects like religion, 
differences in gender, races and political events are susceptible to backfire (Hoang 
2013). Moreover, the commercial needs to be well designed to cause the intended 
impact in the shopper, since there is only a tiny line separating fun from silliness.  
 





--------- Methodology -------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Data Collection 
 This research includes two different kinds of data: primary data and secondary 
data. Secondary data is pre-existing information that has already been collected by 
previous investigations (Saunders et al 2009). The secondary data was already presented 
in the literature review chapter and was obtained from a deep research which has 
included books, journals, published papers, websites and magazines. On the other hand, 
primary data has been collected in the scope of this research in order to prove or 
disprove the hypothesis in question. The information was collected from the on-line 
survey (see Appendix 11) data analysis and empirically from transcripts of the in-depth 
interviews, respondents’ opinions and documented observation.  
Research methodology 
  
Intending to have an exhaustive understanding of the consumers’ minds, the 
methodologies comprehended in this investigation had both quantitative and qualitative 
nature. By resorting to a multiple method research, the information displayed in 
quantitative investigations can be enhanced by qualitative data (Proctor 2005), giving to 
the research further validity and robustness.    
Qualitative Research 
In-depth interviews were performed in order to scrutinize and observe the attitudes, 
feelings, thoughts, opinions and motivational aspects of the consumers. By being 
exposed to the stimulus and afterwards immediately analyzed their behavior, this 
method was able to explore the complexity of their responses and perceptions. Twenty 
five interviews were conducted face-to-face and three television commercials with 
different humorous appeals were shown. Afterwards, the respondents were guided by 
the interviewer to give their opinion and share their thoughts and concerns, answering to 
several questions previously defined in a script (in Appendix 10). The interviewer 





initiated and drove the flow of the dialogue, guaranteeing that it would revolve around 
the topic and encouraging the respondent to be open and share his/her perspective. The 
three commercials chosen to integrate this research were cautiously chosen, respecting 
the selection criteria. After an exhaustive examination of many television 
advertisements in websites such as veryfunnyads.com and youtube.com, the three 
selected videos were perceived by the investigator to be the most suited ones to be used 
as instruments in this study as they: 
 Featured brands/products that could be acquired in the Portuguese market 
 Used Portuguese language or could be understood even if the respondent did 
not speak other languages 
 Included humorous appeals  
 Were presented in Youtube.com with one of the following keywords: “Very 
Funny Ad”; “Funny Commercial”; “Best Commercials”  
In order to avoid biases related with the duration of each video, the three 
commercials were also chosen due to their similar time of length, which is 
approximately half minute each. The two commercials which were rated as being the 
funniest of the three in the interviews were subsequently used in the online survey: the 
Heineken’s commercial and the Nestlé’s commercial (with average scores of M=8.3 and 
M=7.7 respectively in a scale of 0 to 10).  
Furthermore, three interviews via e-mail with television advertisers and marketers 
were performed (Cristina Almeida: Director of Audiovisual Production “Leo Burnett” 
& “Publicis”; Steve Colmar: Creative Director of “Leo Burnett”; and Pedro Ribeiro: 
Creative Director of “Publicis”), in order to grasp their personal opinions regarding the 
use of humorous contents in television spots and intending to combine as many 
perspectives of the matter in this investigation as possible, leveraging its accuracy and 
validity.  






This type of study is statistically oriented. It has involved the construction and 
administration of an online survey which can be seen in the Appendix. The survey was 
designed to answer the main questions of this report, trying to understand the 
correlation between the variables and testing the hypothesis previously presented. It 
kept the language simple and easy to understand by the respondents, not using any 
specific concept or word that required some knowledge in this field. Besides, it meant to 
go straight to the point, gathering as much valuable data as possible. It has also been 
made an effort to carefully design the survey in a way that it was simply and quickly 
answered by the respondents, guaranteeing that they would not get bored (as they had to 
watch commercials) or gave up the survey, answering honestly and firmly to the 
questions. Moreover, it was constituted by several questions going from multiple choice 
questions to dichotomous ones. According to Churchill and Brown (2009), questions 
featuring scales encourage respondents to balance the intensity degree of their feelings. 
Since this research aims at targeting Portuguese consumers, the questionnaire was 
developed and spread in Portuguese language.   
It comprised the two advertisements that were rated in the qualitative research as 
being the two most humorous ones. After answering to some questions related with 
their demographic information and consumption practices, the 360 respondents that 
participated in the survey were asked to watch the commercials and assess their 
perceptions and opinions. Subsequently, the data was statistically analyzed using a 
Spreadsheet from Microsoft Excel 2010 and IBM SPSS Statistics 20 program.      
Measurement and Analysis of the Variables 
 
 Besides exploring consumers’ demographic factors and consumption habits, the 
questions used in both research methods aimed to understand respondents’ emotions 





and reactions to the advertisements shown. The following table provides a general 
overview of the questions asked both in qualitative and quantitative methods and 




























--------- Results & Findings -------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
The demographical information of the participants (such as age, gender and level of 
education distributions) in both methods used in this research can be consulted in detail 
in the Appendix 12 and 13. Through the analysis of the remainder gathered data, it is 
possible to construe many relevant findings in the scope of this investigation. They 
Table 1. Measurement questions for each variable and respective references 





resulted from a thorough, meticulous and intensive scrutinization of the respondent’s 
answers in both quantitative and qualitative research.   
Through the analysis of the survey output, it has been possible to understand in 
detail consumers’ habits and purchasing patterns that are valuable in the scope of this 
research. The largest amount of people (about 35% of the respondents) usually collects 
information about their purchases through on-line searches, leaving any kind of 
advertisement with only 17%. This appears to be important information for marketers, 
once internet is increasingly becoming a truly relevant mean of communication 
nowadays, influencing people in their shopping decisions while leaving television 
commercials behind. Nevertheless, 42% of the respondents claimed to watch television 
commercials sometimes, while 22% admitted to watch them very frequently, which is 
still a big portion of the sample population. Remarkably, 70% of the respondents 
mentioned humorous commercials as their preferred kind of advertisement, while 15% 
has chosen emotional ones, featuring a beautiful story. This data clearly shows a strong 
consumers’ preference for television commercials that employ any kind of emotion (in 
particular humor), demonstrating the power of emotions in the world of advertisement 
and its easiness to reach and impact a substantial part of the audience. Moreover, only 
7% of the respondents have chosen the option “Just like me” when the question asked 
was “Advertisements are appealing to me” but, impressively, this rate was up to 40% 
when the question was “I like funny advertisements”.  
Through the on-line survey data was also collected concerning the characteristics of 
people’s shopping behaviors. The main finding is that the majority of people dedicate 
time to evaluate cautiously on what to spend their money, being fans of promotions and 
discounts (94% of them claimed to love them), not shopping by impulse (about 61% of 
the respondents), making complex evaluations and collecting as much information as 
possible before buying (nearly 52% of them). 





The independent variable in this investigation is the humorous content in each 
video, which has been measured using the five items scale proposed by Zhang (1996). 
Its reliability has found to be remarkable, with a Cronbach’s alpha of about 0.9.  
 
The Heineken commercial was perceived as being the funniest one, with a mean 
score of M= 4.3 in a scale of 1 to 5. Looking at the adjectives people used to classify 
both commercials we can find evidence to support that as well: in both commercials the 
most common adjectives have been “funny” and “creative”. However, in the Nestlé’s 






In-depth interviews provided relevant information regarding the variable 
“Persuasion and Intention to Purchase”, which also contributed to a better design of the 
subsequent on-line survey. Due to time constraints and in order to explore people’s 
attitudes and opinions without transforming the research method in a boring procedure 
and tedious experience for the respondents, only three humorous commercials were 
displayed in the interviews. Even though the advertisements were carefully selected 
 Heineken’s Commercial Nestlé’s Commercial 
Humor Rate (mean) 4.3194 3.9733 
Standard Deviation .7287 .9861 
Maximum 5 5 
Minimum 1 1 
Cronbach’s Alpha (reliability of the scale used) .9045 .9518 
Table 2. Humor rate for each commercial in the on-line survey (values based on the means of the respondent’s answers) 
Figure 1. Adjectives word cloud for Heineken’s commercial Figure 2. Adjectives word cloud for Nestlé’s commercial 





using the criteria already explained above, one of the commercials presented a brand of 
beers. Hence, some of the women interviewed mentioned that they did not really feel 
the target of a beer commercial, despite admitting consuming beers occasionally. 
Moreover, many of the respondents (both male and women) stated that they don’t feel 
motivated to buy Pepsi’s drinks due to the previous Pepsi’s Ronaldo’s voodoo doll 
campaign, which has deeply stained Pepsi brand’s image. From this claims, it is very 
clear that there are many factors influencing people’s purchases, rather than just how 
humorous the commercial is perceived. Nevertheless, people mentioned as well that if 
the joke work is well constructed and designed, the chances that people remember the 
commercial and develop positive feelings towards the brand are very likely to increase 
and that might ultimately end up in a boost in company’s sales. Therefore, people were 
asked in the on-line survey to evaluate their feelings towards the three sentences that 
measured the intention to purchase variable bearing in mind that they should consider 
only the commercial seen and imagining themselves in a searching for that type of good 
situation. Through the analysis of the survey output, results were found to support the 
null hypothesis, once as funnier the advertised is perceived, the more persuasive it 
becomes (r= .463, p < .01). Hence, witticism can be regarded as an indirect reason for 
purchasing a product. If the commercial employs amusing elements and conveys 
enjoyable messages, it might be indirect evidence that the offering will provide an 
amusing experience as well. Thus, the people interviewed mentioned that they are 
susceptible of associating the positive character of the advert with the positive 
experiences they might have if they buy the offering.   
Perceived by the respondents of the qualitative research to be one of the main 
advantages of humorous advertisement, it is clear by the analysis of the collected data 
from both research methods that the intention to share a funny advert is positively 
correlated with the level of comicality perceived by the viewer (r= .54, p < .01). People 





also mentioned that they feel good when sharing with others something they found to be 
interesting or funny, not only because it is a way to amuse them, but also because by 
doing so, they are showing to others that they are more sociable and enjoyable 
individuals. According to the output of the on-line survey, only 16% of the respondents 
have never shared a video/commercial with friends or family, while 87% of them stated 
to have already received one, which clearly demonstrates an increasing trend to diffuse 
advertisement campaigns in social media. The most common means used to share witty 
adverts according to the interviewees are: e-mail and social networks such as Facebook 
or YouTube. This greatly benefits brands, once they can freely expose a larger number 
of people to their marketing stimuli and raise the notoriety of the brand, while 
generating buzz around their offerings. Thus, the null hypothesis is not rejected, 
meaning that as funnier an advert is perceived, the biggest the chances it would be 
diffused.          
In what concerns the impact of humorous commercials on brand credibility, 
respondents of the in-depth interviews had no doubt that it is possible to damage the 
credibility of the brand if, in its message, is conveyed some kind of discrimination as it 
was the case of Pepsi with its commercial which targeted with voodoo Cristiano 
Ronaldo. Moreover, if it makes fun out of beliefs, values, religion, national symbols, 
injures susceptibilities of any kind, plays with stereotypes, sexual themes, or touches 
upon sensitive issues capable of generating controversy, it is almost certain that the 
commercial will end up damaging the credibility of the brand. Even if the product has 
high standards of quality, consumers will be very judgmental and critical towards the 
way it is advertised. Nevertheless, survey results have shown that there is a statistically 
significant positive correlation, even with small effects, between humor perception and 
the credibility of the brand (r = .43, p < .01), meaning that the funnier people perceive 
an advert, the more credible they think the brand is. Hence, the null hypothesis should 





not be rejected. Moreover, from the people who claimed that Heineken is not a reliable 
brand, 57% of them felt that the commercial improved the credibility of the brand. This 
rate lowers to 46% vis-à-vis Nestlé’s commercial.       
Interviewees also agreed that the messages featuring in the commercials shown 
were easy to understand and all of them were capable of explaining what they thought 
about the content of each commercial seen. Besides, they also mentioned that generally 
speaking, humor does not negatively influence audience’s understanding of the joke 
work, unless the humor is too difficult to construe or people have to make a big 
cognitive effort to grasp the funny side of it. Moreover, they even added that humor 
might be an easier path to convey advertising messages, since it amuses and distracts 
people, making them want to be exposed to the marketing stimulus. Additionally, 74% 
of the survey respondents believed that Heineken’s commercial’s message was very 
easy to understand, claiming to have perfectly understood it. As for the Nestlé’s 
commercial, this rate lowers to 47%, meaning that there is a correlation with large 
effects (r= .58, p < .01) between humor perception and message comprehension. Hence, 
the more people enjoy the joke work, the biggest the chances of effective marketing 
communication, meaning that the null hypothesis is not rejected. 
Regarding the product liking and development of positive feelings towards the 
brand variable in research, during the in-depth interviews the majority of the people 
agreed with the fact that humorous advertisement is able to develop affection towards 
one brand, if the viewer really liked the joke work and became fascinated by it.  
Data collected by the survey demonstrated that the perception of humor is weakly 
correlated with the brand/product image (r= .44, p <  .01), which means that the 
respondents who rated the commercial’s comicality with higher scores were also the 
ones who claimed to feel stronger positive impacts in their image of the product/brand. 
From the people who stated not to have a positive image towards Heineken, 40% of 





them mentioned not to feel any improvement regarding it. In what concerns Nestlé, only 
4% of the respondents claimed not to have a positive image of this brand and, among 
them, an impressive rate of 93% of them admitted that it did not change through the 
visualization of the commercial. However, these were also the ones who have rated the 
humorous contents of both advertisements with lower scores (M= 2.5_ in a scale of 1 to 
5_ and SD=1.09). Hence, the null hypothesis is not rejected and adverts comprising 
humor are effectively able to positively shape the brand image.    
Finally, it was surprising to observe that the female audience responded more 
positively to the set of humorous commercials shown in the in-depth interviews, having 
rating them with higher scores of comicality, which contrasts with the affirmations of 
Whipple and Courtney (1981) who stated that funny commercials are more successful 
near the male audience. This might be explained by the fact that women tend to be more 
emotional and, therefore, more susceptible to be targeted by commercials employing 
any kind of emotion, such as humor. However, survey results clearly demonstrated that 
men appreciated most the Heineken commercial, having rating it with higher scores of 
humorous content. It might be due to the fact that men felt they were the target 
population of a beer advert, a good typically consumed by the male audience. An 
independent-samples t-test was run using IBM SPSS Statistics 20 in order to compare 
humor perceptions across genders. There was not found a significant difference in the 
score for males (M=4.08, SD= .971) and females (M=4.18, SD= .901); t (718) = 1.239; 
p= .216. These results support the null hypothesis and, hence, it is not rejected, meaning 
that humor perceptions across genders are not significantly different.  Moreover, it is 
also interesting to mention that the gender which rated the humorous content of each 
video with higher scores was also the one which claimed to have understood better its 
message.  





When the topic revolved around the main advantages of humorous commercials in 
the opinions of the interviewees, the general consensus was that humorous 
advertisement is easier to remember and recall and that effect can last for a very long 
period of time. This memorization effect is due to the emotional impact it creates on the 
people. Besides, it contributes vastly to the daily well-being and happiness of the 
consumers, since it amuses and entertains them. Moreover, people also mentioned that it 
might have a superior power to become viral when compared to rational advertising. 
Furthermore, beyond attracting easily the audiences, the unconscious mental association 
people do to the cheerfulness of the advertisement and the product itself is susceptible 
to benefit the brand, which corroborates the findings in quantitative method.    
The topic concerning the possible existence of “eternal humor” was the one which 
has generated the biggest controversy during interviews. If in one hand people say that 
there are many jokes that trespass generations (if not correlated with momentary facts), 
on the other hand, people also mention that humor is time bounded and jokes can be 
worn. For humor to be eternal, it needs to focus timeless subjects, such as eternal habits 
and problems. Moreover, advertisers need to bring creativity and innovation to 
advertisement. If one commercial is constantly being repeated, it ends up boring people, 
losing its impact and purpose. Hence, one possible way to circumvent this problem is to 
stop broadcasting the commercial for some time and then restart broadcasting it again 
after a while. It will amuse new audiences who were not familiar with it and please the 
memories of the ones who already knew it. However, it is always necessary to introduce 
some elements of novelty, in order to avoid the feeling of “déjà vu”. 
When asked about the possibility of existence of “global humor”, people were quite 
consensual in saying that culture deeply influences our perception of humor. For 
example, wordplays are usually culturally bounded because of the language and the 
Heineken commercial might not be well accepted in an Islamic country, where people 





usually don’t drink alcohol. One particular respondent mentioned that the only way 
humor can become global is if it touches in aspects which are common to the humanity 
regardless the county in which we are in. However, globalization is playing a 
remarkable and truly important role in the way things are perceived abroad. The fact 
that the mobility of the people across the globe is increasingly facilitated and massive is 
able to shape the mentalities and mindsets of those places. Hence, nowadays humor is 
more able to travel well than it would a few years ago and  the marketing strategy needs 
to be adapted locally, since a standard marketing-mix does not consider the importance 
of the cultural variable (traditions, values and beliefs of each place) when penetrating 
into new markets.    
When asked about the suitability of humor to all products, respondents were 
assertive in saying that there are some categories of goods that are not well suited for its 
use, due to product’s characteristics or the message intended to convey. They have 
mentioned that there are some categories in which is required another emotion rather 
than humor. When talking about elucidative campaigns focusing topics such as cancer 
or AIDS, it is very risky to use witticism. Or if doing so, one should use it in a very 
clever and sensitive way.  
When asked about the possibility of humor masking some negative features of the 
products by overlapping them, almost all of the respondents agreed that consumers are 
usually less critical towards the offering if they are relaxed by an atmosphere full of fun, 
contaminated by positive feelings and excited by their successful understanding of the 
joke work. They mentioned that by amusing people and diverting their attention, the 
brand is able to create in consumers’ minds the thought that the product or the brand 
itself is more appealing than it really is, neutralizing the possible negative features of 
the offering. For example, the McDonalds’ commercials promoting the “Happy Meal” 
which use animated figures might make people forget during some moments of the low 





nutritional values of the products. Hence, witticism might be one of the best “masks” in 
advertisement for the negative impact of one brand in the economy, environment or 
even on people’s health.  
During social and economic crises such as the one Portugal is currently facing, 
humor arises as well as a resource with public value, lightening the mood of the 
population and relieving people from daily troubles. Moreover, in todays’ world, the 
success of a campaign is not only measured by the level of sales it creates. The intention 
can often just be to receive a “like” on Facebook, an award on festivals, to spread the 
advert on the internet, or merely a registration on some service.   
As recommendations to advertisers, interviewees stated that humorous commercials 
that exploit people’s cognitive and mental skills should be carefully structured. If 
nobody is able to comprehend and appreciate it, the advert misses its objective. 
Moreover, there should be a concordant connection between audio and visual elements 
presented in the commercial. For example, if the type of humor used is surprise, 
startling background music could help enhancing the advert’s effectiveness. And when 
humorous messages rely on surprising moments, marketers should ensure that the 
commercial is not too foreseeable and that it will not be ran for too long on TV. 
Otherwise, the commercial could lose its essence by breaking down its surprise effect. 
Some respondents have also mentioned during the interviews that elements present in 
advertising that are able to capture people's attention may enhance further the role of 
humor, when allied to it. Elements such as sex, jingles, the use of celebrities, friendly 
and beautiful faces, pleasant voices or music etc. .., are able to boost the effectiveness 
and persuasiveness of a humorous commercial. Moreover, memorization process can 
also be eased by the use of humorous slogans that people tend to repeat in their daily 
lives. Those sentences can be used for a long time as ordinary expressions, prompting 
the probabilities of greater brand association and recognition. 





--------- Conclusion & Final Considerations ------------------------------------------- 
Humor is used every day across the world as a communication tool. Besides 
contributing to people’s mental health and better quality of life, it also improves 
cognitive skills and social interactions.  In a world where costumers basically shop for 
amusement, pleasure and satisfaction, keeping them entertained and distracted is 
fundamental and can be achieved by plugging adverts with humor. But it is important to 
bear in mind that the effectiveness of humor is truthfully difficult to estimate and the 
life of a joke might turn out to be plaguy ephemeral. What is funny to one generation 
might not be to other as humorous contents can change as the world revolves, as 
cultures change, as people grow old, as mentalities and behaviors are shaped.  
Witticism is not an enchanted powder that ensures effective advertising, but, 
according to the advertisers interviewed, it is possible for any brand to opt for a 
humorous communication strategy even with budget constraints. Hence, the 
effectiveness of humorous advertisement profoundly depends on the goals it aims to 
achieve, the features and category of the product advertised, the characteristics of the 
target audience, the communication mean used and the typology of humor employed 
and all of these are important elements that the marketer should consider when creating 
a marketing campaign. Nevertheless, this investigation has concluded that there are 
positive relationships between humor perception and the variables in research, such as: 
intention to purchase, message comprehension, intention to share, product liking and 
development of positive feelings towards the brand and brand credibility, meaning that 
the clever use of this emotional marketing tool is able to generate successful 
advertisement and easily and faster create a bridge between marketers and consumers.       
I believe that this paper has successfully met its purposes, answering in a clear, 
objective and insightful way to the research questions. Other researchers claim that the 





scientific study of comicality is not a really amusing topic in itself. McComas (1923) 
believes that researches approaching humor through the lens of science will find it no 
laughable subject. However, it has been fun in many ways to me, as I really enjoyed this 
intriguing and interesting theme and as I was reading the materials, more and more 
ideas came to my mind and, making the scientific investigation experience pleasurable 
and challenging and, in the end, even more rewarding to me.  
--------- Limitations of the Study and Future Research ----------------------------- 
 The effectiveness and even the definition of humor are guileful given their 
complex character. It can be affected by multiple factors, making it a truly hard topic to 
study. Besides, other strategic selling elements beyond humor might be present in the 
advertisements used to conduct this study, which can bias consumers’ perceptions.  
 Time constraints constituted one of the limitations of this research. If more time 
was available, a biggest sample of respondents could have participated in this study and 
many more interviews could have been performed, using additional television 
commercials, increasing the reliability of the results found. Although collecting the 
primary data was a very time consuming task, it provided very useful and enriching 
information. However, it relied very much on the willingness, enthusiasm and 
proficiency of the respondents. Humor’s positive communication effects might be 
developed only under conditions which are challenging to reproduce in experimental 
situations, since they could entail a relaxed and unconstrained atmosphere and perhaps 
several exposures. Sometimes, the effectiveness of humor needs to take a while to 
determine, since its effects and impacts might not be seen right away and processing the 
ad occurs often non-consciously. The advertisements can “plant the seed” that needs 
time to grow and finally impulse people towards purchasing.  





By conducting face-to-face interviews instead of focus group meetings, group 
pressure was eliminated and the respondents were able to freely and comfortably 
express their feelings and reveal more relevant information. Nevertheless, one could 
repeat the experiment trying to use focus group meetings instead and check the 
consistency or volatility of the findings. Moreover, by using a previously defined script 
with the questions, it was ensured that all of the interviews followed the same structural 
framework and by using the voice recorder, the minimum of information was lost or 
misunderstood. Nevertheless, personal biases might as well constitute a limitation of 
this research, since the interpretation of the interviewees’ answers was based on an 
empirical evaluation. Additionally, once the target population of this investigation is 
constituted by Portuguese consumers, it has made totally sense to run the online survey 
and held the interviews in Portuguese. Conversely, the translations performed to English 
might restrain the accuracy of the investigation.      
 There are as well other types of humor not contemplated in this paper and 
further research is required, using, for example, advertisement in other means of 
communication rather than just television. Differences in humor perceptions between 
age groups, and nationalities/cultures could also constitute other topics of research. 
Moreover, since people often get annoyed by the amount of advertisement’s stimuli 
they get during only one television break, another interesting research could focus the 
ideal time of commercials’ duration. Finally, new researches could try to focus only in 
one particular brand, trying to analyze the evolution and effectiveness of its advertising 
campaigns, when using humorous marketing approaches.   
Concluding, humor shows up as being a fertile field for future researches, where the 
combination of several studies can provide a much more solid and concrete 
understanding of the matter.      
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3. Brief History of the Use of Humor in Advertisement 
 To Beard (2008), there are five main periods, represented schematically below, to keep in mind in the 








Adapted from: “Steps in designing an advertisement campaign”; 
Retrieved from  www.estgv.ipv.pt 
Retrieved from: Zenith Optimedia Report 2013 





4. Humor - Three Major Theoretical Schools   
The revision of the available literature stresses three major theories which try to explain the response to a 
humorous stimulus: the Incongruity theory, the Relief theory and the Superiority theory. They do not appear as 
mutually exclusive models, but they can be interpreted as different inks for the same painting. However, many 
academics argue that these theories offer incomplete elucidations of humorous reactions. The truth is that due to the 
multi-dimensional character of humor, a unified theory of humor is truthfully difficult to construct. The following 
table provides a general overview: 



















Moreover, according to Kelly and Solomon (1975), humor can also be classified into three categories: 
Audio Humor (if it can be understood without vision), Visual Humor (if it can be perceived without audition) and 
Audio-Visual Humor (if it needs both senses to be understood).   





6.  “What type of advertising messages resonate most with you?” from Nielsen 











7. The Product Color Matrix (Adapted from Gulas & Weinberger 2006, page 77) 
 
 





8.  Most Popular YouTube Channels (Adapted from Green Room – Comedy Creates 
Cash Flow; 2013, page 6) 
 
















Rank Name Subscribers Category 
1 Smosh 10,067,871 Comedy 
2 Jenna Marbles 9,012,189 Comedy 
3 Ray William Johnson 8,884,234 Comedy 
4 Nigahiga 8,433,456 Comedy 
5 Rihanna VEVO 8,345,360 Music 
6 PewDiePie 8,096,306 Comedy (Video Game Review) 
7 Machinima 7,782,283 Animation 
8 Hola Soy German 7,246,051 Comedy (Spanish) 
9 Movies 6,847,798 Movies 
10 One Direction VEVO 6,635,551 Music 











































































































Respondent's Level of Education in 







12. Respondents’ Age  
  Quantitative Method  [On-line Survey] 
 
Qualitative Method  [In-depth interviews] 
 
13. Respondents’ Gender and Data Collected 
 Quantitative Method Qualitative Method 
 Female Male Female Male 
ni 251 109 13 12 
fi 69.7222% 30.2778% 52% 48% 






 ni fi Mean Std. Deviation 
0 - 10 0 0% 28.8194 11.2628 
11-20 37 10%   
21-30 246 68% 
31-40 34 10% 
41-50 24 7% 
51-60 12 3% 
61 - 100 7 2% 
TOTAL 360 100% 
 n Minimun Maximun Mean Std. Deviation 
 25 21 64 27.88 11.8906 









How do you usually collect information 













Do you usually watch television 
commercials? 











Which television commercials do you 




which make me laugh
The ones using
celebrities I admire





Have you ever shared a video/ commercial 
found on the internet with your 
friends/family? 
Yes, but its rare

























































































I usually don't have much time to shop 
# of Respondents
 















A lot like me Just like me












A lot like me Just like me











































































Heineken's commercial improved the 















































































Nestlé's commercial improved the credibility 










































































































I would search for more information 











I would search for more information 


































14. Independent-Samples t-test 
 
H0: females = males 
Using the Survey data (scale of 1-5): 





































General Overview of this Investigation 





Intention to Purchase 
RQ: Are humorous commercials 
truly persuasive marketing tools? 
H: As funnier the advert is 
perceived, more persuasive it 
becomes. 
No 
In line with Biel and Bridgwater 
(1990) study, people who enjoyed 
the humorous advertisement are 
more prone to be persuaded by it. 
However, humor in advertisement 
is not by itself a persuasive 
marketing tool, once consumers 
carefully evaluate the offerings and 
make complex evaluations before 
buying. 
Intention to Share and 
Diffuse the Advert on 
Social Networks 
RQ: Do people usually share 
humorous commercials with 
acquaintances?  
H: As funnier an advert is perceived, 
the more buzz is generated around it. 
No 
In line with Hoyer et al. (2013), as 
the humor content in advertisement 
is better perceived, the intention to 
share it increases. Moreover, people 
usually do and like to spread witty 
commercials on social networks. 
Message 
Comprehension 
RQ: Do humorous commercials 
jeopardize message comprehension?   
H: Humorous advertisement 
enhances message comprehension. 
No 
Results were found to support 
Weinberger and Gulas (1992) 
theory, since humorous contents in 
advertisement did not damage 
message comprehension. 
Product Liking and 
Development of 
Positive Feelings 
towards the brand 
RQ: Are humorous commercials able 
to change pre-existing judgments and 
opinions?  
H: Adverts comprising humor are 
able to positively shape the brand 
image.  
No 
In line with the investigation of 
Brown and Stayman (1992), adverts 
comprising comicality were found 
to positively impact brand image 
and product liking.  
Brand Credibility 
RQ: Do funny commercials impact 
the credibility of the brand? 
H: Humorous commercials impact 
positively the brand credibility. 
No 
As humor perception increases, 
brand credibility is also boosted. 
Nevertheless, if the humorous 
content were perceived as 
inconvenient or if it touches upon 
sensitive matters, consumers stated 
that it is able to damage the 
credibility of the brand.  
Differences in Gender 
RQ: Are men and women targeted in 
the same manner regarding funny 
adverts? 
H: Both genders have similar 
perceptions of humorous 
commercials. 
No 
Antagonistically to Whipple and 
Courtney (1981) theory, humorous 
contents in the advertisements used 
in this research were found to be 
more appreciated by women than 
by the male audience. Nevertheless, 
the average humor scores for males 
and females are not significantly 
different. 
